






























































































































































































Interpretive Themes 
Connecting Themes 

Connecting themes are the common elements that tie the area together. Two broad 
themes have been identified for Savanna Portage State Park. They highlight the most 
obvious aspects of the park's resource identity. 

1) The Mille Lacs Uplands and Tamarack Lowlands landscape re­
gions that the park represents have had a profound affect on the past 
and present relationships between people and the land. 
Area lakes, soils and vegetation have provided habitat for humans to live and thrive 
since prehistoric times. The changing geography, vegetation and geology of the Mille 
Lacs Uplands and Tamarack Lowlands subsections are an ongoing process. These 
changes occur naturally through geologic processes and forest succession as well as 
human imposed changes, such as logging and drainage ditching. 

2) The Savanna Portage Trail has had a major influence on the 
natural and cultural resources of Savanna Portage State Park. 
This six mile portage has been used by humans for centuries as a major trade and 
travel route connecting the Lake Superior watershed with the Mississippi River 
watershed. The region was highly valued by the Dakota and Ojibwe Indians who 
lived in the area at various times and who used the portage trail. In the 1700s Europe­
ans and Americans began utilizing the portage as a significant connection in the water 
route between the eastern United States and the interior of the country. 

Primary Themes 
Primary themes are the main stories of the park. Examples of primary themes are 
outlined below. 

Cultural 
• Lakes, rivers and portages were the primary highways for past travel and trade. 
• The Savanna Portage was used as a travel and trade route by both Ojibwe and 

Dakota Indians for several hundred years. 
• The Savanna Portage was a significant route for European and American fur 

traders, explorers and missionaries as they traveled into the interior of Minnesota. 
• The fur trade of the 1700s was built on long established trade routes, and had an 

important effect on how the Savanna Portage area was explored and settled. 
• The six-mile portage posed some of the most difficult carrying in North America. 
• There were several rest stops or "pauses" on the Savanna Portage. Many of these 

have been identified by historical and archaeological research. 
• An overland route was used in dry years that extended the Savanna Portage 

several miles to the Prairie River flowage or perhaps to Big Sandy Lake. 
• Logging became the major industry in the area in the late 1800s and early 1900s 
• Logging camps operated in what are now park boundaries, playing a critical role 

in shaping the vegetation we see today. 
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• Efforts to drain the tamarack swamps through ditch~ng in the early 1900s had an 
effect on the drainage, hydrolc>gy_ and fisheries in the Wolf Lake area. 

Geologic 
• Most of the major land forms found in the park, such as eskers (the Continental 

Divide Trail), rolling hills, tamarack bogs and lakes were formed during glacial 
advancing and retreating. 

• Global issues such as pollution and acid rain have an effect on local water quality 
in the park. 

• Geology involves ongoing processes; landscapes are continually changing from 
natural and human caused processes. 

• Water falling on the east side of the continental divide will flow to Lake Superior 
and the Atlantic Ocean via the East Savanna and St. Louis Rivers. Water falling 
on the west side of the divide will flow to the Mississippi River and the Gulf of 
Mexico via the West Savanna River and Big Sandy Lake . 

Biologic 
• Biological diversity is an important component of a healthy ecosystem. 
• Wetlands such as tamarack bogs play many important roles in a healthy ecosys­

tem . 
• The park's old-growth hardwood forests provide valuable habitat for many species 

of birds, mammals and other animals. 
• Logging altered the character and species composition of the park's woodlands . 
• The park is a unique place to view and learn about wildlife such as deer, beaver, 

otter, wolves, eagles and many other animal species . 
• Exotic species interfere with the management of native communities. 
• Careful management can restore wildlife which has been lost from an area due to 

disturbances . 
• Fire plays an important role in forest regeneration and succession. 

Management 
• The Big Sandy Area Lakes Watershed Project has played an important role in 

mobilizing local landowners to play an active role in protecting the environment. 
• State parks provide many benefits to individuals and the community . 
• Ecosystem-based management promotes an integrated healthy, sustainable envi­

ronment, community and economy . 
• How do activities outside of the park affect the park (and vice-versa)? 
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Summary of Existing Interpretive Services 
Personal 

There is presently no interpretive staff assigned to Savanna Portage State Park. 
According to the Minnesota State Park System Interpretive Services Plan, Savanna 
Portage is in the group of parks that ranks medium to high in resource significance 
and visitor use is high but with seasonal peaks. Parks in this group merit program­
ming 4 to 7 days a week during peak season by a seasonal naturalist. They also merit 
a seasonal interpretive center; indoor displays and exhibits; audiovisual program­
ming; self-guided trails and wayside exhibits. Until such can be funded, park manage­
ment staff will provide some interpretive programs for Community Education pro­
grams , special events and classroom presentations, as time allows. The regional 
naturalist will assist in these efforts. 

Non-Personal 

Trail 

Current interpretive efforts at Savanna Portage State Park include a self-guided trail 
and signs along the Savanna Portage Trail, with an accompanying brochure. There is 
also a larger exhibit/sign near the parking area. An interpretive display area in the 
park office highlights the two broad primary themes. 

The one interpretive trail in Savanna Portage State Park is located on a three-mile 
section of the portage trail. It interprets the history and natural resources along the 
trail using signposts located along the side of the trail. 

Facilities 
The contact station serves as the only interpretive facility at this time. The office has 
been recently remodeled to meet ADA regulations and there is now additional space 
for exhibits and a small visitors library. Planning efforts are underway to develop this 
new area interpretively, with expanded displays and resources. 

Volunteers 
Volunteers at Savanna Portage are utilized primarily for special programs. 
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Interpretive Services Recommended Actions 
This plan provides the basic management direction for the park and is not intended to 
provide specific management or development details. Note: The primary and sec­
ondary themes will guide where and what types of interpretive services we will 
provide. (For example, forest management kiosks would be located near an active 
forest management site.) 

Non-Personal Programming Recommendations 
Facilities 

•Action 1: In the short-term, the exhibit area of the park office should be im­
proved. Dominant park themes should be interpreted with references made to pri­
mary themes which will be interpreted in other park locations. In addition, a small 
reading area will be included for reference materials regarding park and portage 
history . 

• Action 2: Pursue the original recommendation (1966) to build an interpretive 
center in the vicinity the Portage parking lot. The ideal building would be a 
multipurpose facility--a combination Trail Center and Visitor Center if a practical site 
and design is developed. This would serve summer and winter visitors. Such a 
building would also serve as an educational focal point in the park. This location is 
highly desirable from an interpretive perspective. It is also good in that the ski trails 
and snowmobile trails will meet in this area. Having it in this location is not a new 
idea. It was recommended as early as 30 years ago and in subsequent archaeological 
survey reports. Many site considerations need to be factored into such a decision, and 
a feasibility study will need to be completed . 

•Action 3: Develop facilities for outdoor interpretive events. At present Savanna 
Portage has very little equipment or facilities for conducting programs, hikes or 
lectures. Currently a rustic amphitheater is located in the campgrounds . 

Self-guided trails 
• Action 4: Bog Walk Trail--this would probably be best developed near the 

northern end of Wolf Lake to Lakes #3 and #4. This will take visitors through a 
black spruce forest, then tamarack, and then through large cedars. This is seen as the 
highest priority for self-guided trail development. 

•Action 5: Develop a self-guided trail around Lake Shumway. This could focus 
on forest cover-type, history of Indian and European settlement. 

•Action 6: Savanna Portage Stat~ Park (Sandy Lake/McGregor area) could be 
developed as a major stop on a thematic "circle" tour of Minnesota (e.g. Mille 
Lacs Indian Museum, Forest History Center etc.) . 

93 



Brochures, Guides and AV materials 
• Action 7 Show interpretive films at the park office, and eventually at the visitor 

center. 

•Action 8: Develop a Beaver Pond Loop Trail. Use this trail to showcase pines and 
beaver habitat. 

• Action 9: Have for sale publications regarding the park or area history/culture 
such as books, pamphlets or video programs that would help to tell the story of major 
interpretive themes. 

Exhibits and Kiosks 
• Action 10: Develop an exhibit on the Tamarack Lowland ecosystem that would 

be located at the scenic overlook on the Continental Divide Trail. 

•Action 11: Interpret other historic resources in the park - the logging camp, the 
historic Ojibwe settlement, early settler houses, the drainage ditches. 

• Action 12: Displays are an important feature at any historic site. More empha­
sis should be placed on exhibits of either artifacts or reproductions, maps, dioramas, 
photos, kiosks, programs, or independent electronic audio and/or visual displays. 

•Action 13: Work with existing organizations to coordinate promotional activi­
ties. Develop a photo display for the McGregor tourist information booth. 

Naturalist Program Recommendations 
Staff 

•Action 1: As recommended in the Interpretive Services Plan, a seasonal natural­
ist should be assigned to Savanna Portage State Park as soon as funding can be 
secured. The position will require strong knowledge, skills and abilities in both 
natural and cultural interpretation. 

• Action 2: Develop alternative interpretive presentation activities. Interpretive 
programs have consistently been cited by state park visitors as one of the most desir­
able features of a state park camping experience. Because of the significant historical 
features of the park and the desire of many park visitors to understand this aspect of 
Minnesota's past, finding alternative means of interpretation is desirable. Fortunately, 
a variety of options exist. which might take advantage of the park's features and use 
patterns at relatively low cost. This may include increasing the number of special 
interpretive programs presented in the park. 

Programs 
•Action 3: Outreach programs for area schools, colleges, parks (e.g. Jay Cooke, 

Itasca, Crow Wing) and public events could tell the story of Savanna Portage 
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State Park and showcase the resources here . 
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• Action 4: Cooperative programs with other agencies or parks might be useful in 
showing the connection between regions. 

•Action 5: Tours of the area for park visitors, or as a means of attracting persons 
to the park, could be held during the summer in conjunction with special events . 

•Action 6: The park can host specific events or programs, such as: canoe trips 
with school classes or other groups down the West Savanna River (day trip); sponsor 
endurance races from the St. Louis River to the Mississippi; have voyageur "bap­
tisms" at the height of land; commemorate portage hiker's achievements with unique 
medallions in the form of trade tokens; offer unique crafts by Ojibwe people . 
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OPERATIONS, STAFFI~G, AND COSTS 
Operations and Staffing 

Savanna Portage State Park operations are minimally implemented with present staff 
levels. Resource degradation, from minimal maintenance, is occurring in some areas; 
for example building maintenance and trail maintenance. Several actions in the plan 
would require additional staffing. 

The 1994, Division of Parks and Recreation Statewide Interpretive Plan recom­
mended the placement of a Seasonal Naturalist at Savanna Portage. The planning 
process fully justified that position. In addition, there are a number of recommenda­
tions which will result in the need for additional staff, mainly maintenance hours. 
Examples of this would be: the trail center, a group camp, a cart-in campground. 
Currently, enforcement problems are minimal in the park. Future enforcement efforts 
should be focused on heavy use weekends and interpretive efforts (personal and non-­
personal) and should emphasize ways to protect the park's natural and cultural re­
sources and reduce impacts on the resources. This could become increasingly impor­
tant if future bike trail use increases significantly. 

Many of the development proposals would have initial start-up expenses with addi­
tional long term maintenance expenses. Some of the proposals could be developed 
with minimal expenses using alternative labor, for example: 

•North Star Ski Club 
•Sentences to Services (STS) 
• Minnesota Conservation Corps 
• Other Volunteers 

For example, use the North Star Ski Club and/or STS to complete construction on the 
proposed trail changes. This would result in minimal impact on the park operating 
budget for construction, however, there would still be ongoing maintenance costs. 

The Division of Parks and Recreation will experience increased staffing needs and 
work loads as a result of plan implementation. Other DNR disciplines may also 
experience some increased work load in the implementation of certain recommended 
actions. For example the Division of Enforcement, the Division of Forestry, the 
Division of Trails and Waterways, the Division of Fish and Wildlife, the Bureau of 
Engineering, and the Bureau of Real Estate Management, may experience increased 
work loads as a result of increased recreational opportunities and resolution of land 
issues. Local representatives of these disciplines participated in the planning process 
and are familiar with what their role may be in the future. 
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Costs 
Operational Costs 

If all the actions and recommendations in this park plan were implemented, the park's 
annual operational costs would need to be significantly increased. The level or 
amount of this increase is difficult to estimate because many of the recommendations 
are too general to base estimates on at this time. However, the increase in staffing 
outlined in the previous sections (approximately $16,000) combined with a review of 
the development projects outlined below, suggests the park's annual operating budget 
would be increased by 15 to 25% . 

Development Costs 
The following list represents those actions which have development cost implications. 
The total cost to implement these actions (as noted) is estimated at$ 2.5 million, (in 
1996 dollars). This estimate was generated as part of the planning process and has a 
significant margin of error because a variety of assumptions were made related to 
unknown variables (site specific soil conditions, decisions related to site design, 
septic system selection, distance to electrical service) . 

1. Develop a portable photo/promotional display. 
2. Conduct biological surveys. 
3. Restore degraded communities and remove undesirable exotic species . 
4. Complete park database and GIS of natural and cultural resources. 
5. Assist in assessing ditches in the park for wetland mitigation. 
6. Provide "bear-proof' boxes in backpack sites 
7. Conduct oral history interviews and document information 
8. Conduct cultural resource surveys, especially in proposed development areas. 
9. Inventory and catalog historical records, documents and artifacts . 
10. Work with archaeologists to determine if mitigation is needed for known cultural 

sites. 
11. Implement recommended trail changes - approximately 10 miles of new trail. 
12. Construct a new Trail Center/ Visitor Center. 
13. Construct three new bridges on snowmobile trails. 
14. Add two new ski/backpack shelters 
15. Construct an interpretive Bog Walk Trail 
16. Remodel A-Loop campground toilet building with flush toilets . 
17. Develop a cart-in campground. 
18. Develop a "rustic swimming beach" on Lake Shumway. 
19. Construct a screened shelter building in the campgrounds . 
20. Construct a fish cleaning house in the campgrounds. 
21. Install 6-8 electrical posts in the Portage parking lot for winter camping. 
22. Develop a primitive group camp near Wolf Lake, with a screened shelter . 
23. Construct 2:..4 screened lean-to trail shelters. 
24. Relocate 2-3 backpack sites. 
25. Develop primitive canoe campsite(s). 
26. Remodel Loon Lake shelter. 
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27. Improve accesses at Wolf Lake and Prairie River Flow age. 
28. Blacktop the main roads going to.the Campgrounds and Loon Lake. 
29. Widen the Loon Lake parking lot. 
30. Convert campground sanitary facilities to accessible buildings. 
31. Construct paved ramps from parking areas to buildings. 
32. Construct an accessible trail from campgrounds/boat access around the north side 

of Lake Shumway. 
33. Evaluate/construct accessible fishing platform/pads on Loon Lake. 
34. Install facilities for outdoor interpretive events. 
35. Develop a self-guided trail around Lake Shumway. 
36. Develop a trail kiosk on the Tamarack Lowlands. 
37. Exhibits - early travelers, historic resources in the park, ditches. 
38. Brochures - bears, bird/wildlife watching, history. 

A breakdown of development cost estimates is available in the Planning Process File. 

Acquisition 
All acquisition projects will be placed in priority order with other state park acquisi­
tion projects. The total cost to complete this acquisition is estimated at $ 1.5 million 
( 1996 dollars). 

1. Purchase Trust Fund Larid (approximately 3,050 acres). 
2. Purchase Con-Con Land (approximately 10,00 acres). 
3. Purchase other private, county and federal land (approximately 600 acres). 
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Plan Modification Process 
State Park Management Plans document a partnership-based planning process and the 
recommended actions resulting from that process. These comprehensive plans recog­
nize that all aspects of park management are interrelated, and that management 
recommendations should also be interrelated. 

Planning is an ongoing process and the written plan must be regularly revised if it is 
going to have continuing value. Over time, however, conditions change that affect 
some of the plan recommendations (or, in extreme cases, an entire plan). Plans need 
to recognize changing conditions and be flexible enough to allow for modifications as 
needed . 

For the purpose of this plan we will differentiate between less controversial plan 
revisions and major plan amendments. Minor plan revisions can generally be made 
within the Division of Parks and Recreation. If a proposed change to a management 
plan meets any of the criteria below, it must follow the Plan Amendment Process. To 
maintain consistency among the plans and processes, all revisions and amendments 
should be coordinated through the Division of Parks and Recreation planning section. 
Requests for modifications should be directed to the Division of Parks and Recreation 
Planning Manager at the central office. 

Major Plan Amendments 
Proposed Plan Change Amendment Process Criteria 

If a proposed change meets any of the following criteria, it must be approved through 
the amendment process below. 

The proposed change: 

1. Alters the park mission, vision, goals, or specific management objectives 
outlined in the plan; or 

2. Is controversial among elected officials and boards, park user groups, the 
public, other DNR divisions or state agencies. 

Management Plan Amendment Process 

I. Division of Parks and Recreation Initial Step: Review plan amendment at park 
and regional level. Determine which stakeholders potentially have a major concern 
and how those concerns should be addressed. If the major concerns are within the 
Division of Parks and Recreation, the issue should be resolved within the division. 
Review proposed approach with c.entral office managers. 

2. If the proposed change issue is between DNR Divisions, the issue should be 
resolved by staff and approved by the Division Directors. This may require one or 
two area/regional integrated resources management team meetings. The Division 
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Directors will determine whether the proposed changes should go through the depart­
mental (CTECH/Senior Manager) revi~_w process. 

3. If the proposed change issue is between state agencies, the issue should be re­
solved by staff from both agencies and approved by the Division of Parks Director. 

4. If the proposed change is potentially controversial among elected boards. park user 
groups. or the public, the park advisory committee should discuss the proposed 
change and attend an open house forum which is advertised in the local and regional 
area. Following the open house, the Division of Parks Director will determine 
whether the proposed change should be reviewed by the department. 

5. All plan amendments should be coordinated. documented, and distributed by the 
Division of Parks planning staff. 

Plan Revisions 

If a plan change is recommended that does not meet the amendment criteria above 
and generally follows the intent of the park management plan (through mission, 
vision, goals, and objectives, the Division _of Parks has the discretion to modify the 
plan without a major planning process. 

Revisions related to Physical Development Constraints and 
Resource Protection 

Detailed engineering and design work may not allow the development exactly as it is 
outlined in the plan. A relatively minor modification, such as moving a proposed 
building site to accommodate various physical concerns, is not uncommon. Plans 
should outline a general direction and document general "area" for development 
rather than specific locations. For the most part, plans are conceptual, not detailed­
oriented. Prior to development, proposed development sites are examined for the 
presence of protected Minnesota Natural Heritage Program elements and historical/ 
archaeological artifacts. If any are found, the planned project may have to be revised 
to accommodate the protection of these resources. 

Program Chapter Revisions 
The resource management section (Natural and Cultural Resource Objectives and 
Integrated Management page 61) and Interpretive Services chapter should be updated 
periodically as needed. Division of Parks and Recreation Resource Management and 
Interpretive staff will determine when an update is needed and coordinate the revision 
with the park planning section. Program chapters should be rewritten in a format 
consistent with the plan as originally approved by the DNR. To retain consistency, 
park planning staff should be involved in chapter revision review, editing and distri­
bution. 
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